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like conditions, they continued to minister to the 
prisoners and guards without compromising 
their beliefs or faith. The prison became their 
church where they found the blessing of being 
able to openly worship, and also to share 
with everyone—something they could not do 
outside the prison walls! Surrounded by despair, 
ignorance, the confronting lesbian behaviour 
of many inmates, cruelty of the guards, and 
debilitating, physical sickness, Maryam and 
Marziyeh displayed outward calm and courage. 
At times they cried because of their illness and 
physical hurts or the pain suffered by other 
prisoners, and the inhumane treatment meted 
out. But they were not crushed by the oppression 
on their spirits and minds because they fully 
relied on the Holy Spirit and their trust in their 
relationship with Jesus.
The story of the Maryam and Marziyeh is 
delivered in a candid and factual voice, but the 
passionate response to the injustice suffered by 
the Iranian people, especially Iranian women, 
resonates loud and clear. The unfair plight 
of women living under a repressive religious 
dictatorship is highlighted with many examples 
over and over again in the book. Every action 
and word of an Iranian woman is controlled by 
a man. For example, religious laws give men 
a way to engage in activities with prostitutes 
without censure from society or family. Maryam 
and Marziyeh want the world to know that Iranian 
women, in fact the Iranian people, can be free 
from this repressed life because of Jesus Christ 
and His sacrifice, just as they are. The women 
are convinced that the people of Iran have a 
hunger to know Jesus. Many of the people they 
prayed for, requested prayer, including many of 
the guards and prison wardens
As I read this book I felt myself comparing 
these amazing women to Paul and Silas singing 
in prison, to Joseph and the dreams God gave 
him, to Daniel for his courageous prayer life, 
again to Joseph and Daniel standing firm in 
the face of temptation that could have eased 
their way, and to Paul for all the afflictions that 
fell on him because of his missionary zeal—
these women’s faith stand as tall as these Bible 
greats. The Beatitudes flow like a psalm of praise 
Captive in Iran is a recount of how Maryam 
Rostampour and Marziyeh Amirizadeh 
survived 259 days of imprisonment under 
harsh, cruel and unjust conditions for daring 
to be Christians who shared their faith.
It is not illegal to be a Christian in Iran, which 
is an Islamic nation, however the authorities 
interpret the laws to suit their situation without 
any accountability. Maryam and Marziyeh were 
observed for a period of time and were under 
suspicion of proselytising. In actual fact these 
two women had for three years been actively 
sharing their faith in Tehran with anyone who 
showed an interest. The women had very 
deliberately divided a map of the city into 
squares, and had been working through each 
sector for four hours every night. They had given 
away 20,000 Bibles in this time!
When Maryam and Marziyeh were arrested, 
they were, by the laws of the country, illegally 
held in a detention centre for two weeks without 
being formally charged. They were interrogated 
numerous times without a lawyer present, and 
suffered filthy conditions, hunger and sickness. 
Despite all this, the young women encouraged 
every woman detainee they met by praying for 
each of them, speaking words of compassion, 
sharing what little they had or received, and 
showing God’s love to their guards. For example 
Maryam and Marziyeh cleaned the blocked 
toilets and bathrooms of the centre and prayed 
for their guards.
When the two women were moved to Evin 
Prison, notorious for its torture and brutal 
treatment of prisoners and concentration camp-
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through the words and actions of Maryam and 
Marziyeh, especially, “Blessed are they who are 
persecuted for My sake…”
‘You have to have more faith’; ‘just trust in 
God’; ‘this is God’s will’—these are some clichés 
to which we give lip service. Captive in Iran will 
challenge you—not so much in what you believe, 
but actually putting that belief into practice and 
living it; not so much in whether you have faith, 
but how much faith, raw faith, put-it-all-on-the-
line-faith do you really have in God?
This book is frank and descriptive of the 
conditions in prison, the crimes committed by 
people, and the actions lived out by prisoners in 
prison. It is recommended for mature readers.
Maryam Rostampour and Marziyeh 
Amirizadeh left their mark on the prisoners and 
guards, and the prisons of Tehran where they 
were incarcerated. They willingly gave up their 
will to the Holy Spirit, and many who would 
have never known about the love of God were 
profoundly touched. Through them, the light 
and hope about Jesus Christ will be passed 
on to other lives in Iran. Read their story; be 
challenged, be strengthened in faith, be filled 
with gratitude. TEACH
Website: http://captiveiniran.com/
constructive alternative to schoolies week. 
Such involvement by young Christians is highly 
commendable and would seem to fulfil well-
known Christian teachings about loving our 
neighbours (Matthew 22:38–9), doing good for 
the ‘least of these’ (Matthew 25:40) and being 
good Samaritans (Luke 10:25–37). But is all this 
‘do good’ activity actually doing good for the 
recipients or us? Could it in some instances be 
harmful, and worse still even counter productive 
by reinforcing entrenched situations of poverty? 
Is it enough to have good intentions when trying 
to help the overseas poor?
Very little attention has been given to the 
impacts—for good or ill—on the beneficiaries 
of these activities. However a couple of recent 
books targeting the broader Christian audience 
have focussed on the potential for harm of our 
western efforts to help those in need.2
The authors of When helping hurts are senior 
academics in a small US Presbyterian college 
and both have considerable personal experience 
in poverty alleviation in the inner city and the 
developing world. While the book targets North 
American Christians, it is highly relevant to 
Australian Christian schools planning overseas 
service trips. However a warning: this book 
may well disturb your world view and your good 
intentions.
The authors’ central concern is that our 
approach to helping the poor may not only waste 
our financial, human, organizational and spiritual 
resources but actually exacerbate the problems 
we are trying to solve. Part 1 is the core of the 
book and grounds its two central arguments in 
solid theology. First, westerners view poverty 
as material shortages whereas the poor see 
poverty as all embracing—humiliation, shame, 
hopelessness, inferiority, social isolation, rather 
than shortage of things. Our materialistic view is 
not the biblical view of broken relationships being 
the root cause of poverty. Rather it is an uncritical 
acceptance of the prevailing secular, material 
world view. This is a critical point as it governs 
our ‘solutions’ to make good the material lack and 
so we like to build things and provide handouts. 
In our doing we reinforce the secular message 
that all you need in life are money and things.
Can doing good ever do harm?
Short term volunteer service and mission trips 
have captured the imagination of Christians 
in Australian Christian schools, often as a 
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